
Practice Governance
by Dean Kellner

Changes in the health care industry have a significant effect on physi-
cians, the way they deliver care, and their practices’ business operations. 
These changes are forcing physician practices to evolve from simple  
cottage industries into complex business organizations that require 
the same fundamental care and guidance as a Fortune 500 company. 
The ultimate responsibility for providing this organizational care and  
guidance rests with the owners of the practice, who—even in a small 
practice where each shareholder participates in decisions—must think and 
act like a formal board.

Regardless of practice size or governance structure, physician board 
members need to understand their role and responsibilities as part of the 
governing board to effectively nurture the organization. As a physician 
practice makes the transition from individuals dedicated to providing 
patient care to a business organization dedicated to providing patient 
care, the owner/board’s decisions must also reflect a shift from individual 
needs to the needs of the organization. This transition requires that the 
board provides vigilant oversight of current operations and leadership in 
planning for the future of the organization. To accomplish this, the board 
needs a clearly defined role and a governance framework.

The board’s major responsibility is to protect and enhance the orga-
nization as a whole. Regardless of the size or structure of the board, this 
broader organizational focus can be broken down into five specific roles:
1. Establishing and maintaining the organization’s mission and vision
2. Maintaining the integrity of the organization through fiduciary  

and operational oversight
3. Positioning the organization for future success through strategic  

planning
4. Fostering a culture that creates a sense of unity
5. Leading change from an organizational perspective

These roles include specific board-level duties. The practice’s governance 
framework must clearly allocate roles and duties, as well as incorporate 
an appropriate level of accountability for carrying them out. In addition 
to defining the board’s function and related roles, it is important that all 
board members understand the difference between governance issues and 
management issues. Confusion over the board’s jurisdiction can lead to 
serious misunderstandings that, at best, cause confusion and waste time 
and, at worst, undermine important initiatives. An effective board takes 
the time to educate new members on the roles of the board, thoroughly 
orient them, and intentionally build the team.

Among the many possible duties of a board, strategic planning is 
perhaps the most all-encompassing and naturally helps keep the board 
focused on high-level issues. In the case of an inexperienced or newly 
formed board, an objective professional can provide the necessary expe-
rience, structure, and insight to evaluate the governance structure and 
facilitate early discussions about strategic planning.

In an ideal world, the board’s greatest value to the organization will be 
achieved when each of the many individual board activities is synchro-
nized into a harmonious package guided by a strategic plan. This package 
becomes the culture, direction, and future of the organization.

Dean Kellner is a health care manager at LarsonAllen. Contact Dean at  
dkellner@larsonallen.com or 715-852-1165.
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Planning for Sustainability in Nonprofits
by Sara Peterson

When we consider a plan for the sustainability of a non-
profit organization, we want to be able to look back from 
some point in the future and say that we were able to do 
the following:
• Successfully withstand shocks, while maintaining our 

core beliefs and values
• Use those beliefs and values to guide our adaptation to 

change
• Continue to develop without losing the progress we 

have already achieved or compromising our ability to 
move forward

The path of sustainability requires several elements. No 
matter what stage of development or maturity the organi-
zation is in, there must be a sense of vitality throughout 
the organization if it is going to continue to grow in the 
future. The needs of an organization—as well as the com-
munities it serves—will change, so an organization cannot 
be limited to maintaining the status quo. Instead, an orga-
nization must constantly adapt, develop, and self-replicate 
in order to be truly sustainable.

Sustainability is active and requires continual awareness, 
learning, and adaptation to the changes in the environ-
ment. Even so, there may be a breaking point—a point 
at which we can no longer move forward. That breaking 
point depends on the pace and the scale of change, as well 
as the strength of the organization’s starting position. The 
goal of sustainability efforts is to continually push away 
that breaking point.

(continued on page 16)
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Sustainability requires internal  
optimism, an attitude that  

we can—and we will—succeed.

Sustaining Interest in Sustainability
by Renee Marino

According to a 2006 Renewable Energy Policy Network 
report, global investment in renewable energy was a record 
$38 billion in 2005, up from $30 billion in 2004, and has 
grown an average of 7 percent per year since 1995 (see 
chart). While wind power represented more than a third 
of total investment, the most recent growth came primarily 
from increased investment of $6 billion in solar photovoltaic 
(PV) grids and $1 billion in biofuels.

Source: Renewables Global Status Report 2006 Update, Renewable Energy 
Policy Network

Renewable energy investment is aimed at both reducing 
our dependence upon oil and gas and reducing carbon emis-
sions and their impact on global warming. The private sector 
has supported this growth with new funding from private 
equity and hedge funds, as well as initial public offerings.

Wall Street embraces the industry
For example, while Minnesota led the farmer co-op model 
of funding ethanol plant investments, a recent surge of  
Wall Street funding has accelerated the rate of growth. 
According to an ethanol industry insider, John Christianson 
of Willmar, Minnesota, “Wall Street has accepted ethanol 
as a relatively safe long-term investment. Big investors have 
taken years to reach that comfort level.” Christianson says 
that, early on, many believed ethanol was too dependent 
on government subsidies and worried that if the subsidies 
ended, the industry would quickly fold (“New Money 
Changes Ethanol Industry,” Mark Steil, Minnesota Public 
Radio, February 9, 2006).

Just a little more than a year later, investor worries rose 
again. Declining oil prices in the fall of 2006, rising corn 
prices, rising construction costs, and concerns about water 
supplies led to postponement or even cancellation of many 
new ethanol plant plans. 
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(continued from page 15)

Moving forward and evolving as an organization requires choices 
and tradeoffs. We must choose to nurture some efforts and not others. 
Some projects may have become obsolete and should not be sustained. 
Sustainability requires diverse ideas at all levels. Some ideas won’t suc-
ceed, and some resources will disappear, but an openness to a variety of 
possibilities is necessary, and an organization will need to try many ideas 
along the way in order know which ones to nurture.

Finally, sustainability requires internal optimism, an attitude that we 
can—and we will—succeed. Along with this comes the sense that we 
are in control—that we are influenced by external forces, not controlled 
by them.

Where do we start? How is planning for sustainability any different 
from the strategic planning, succession planning, capacity building, and 
stabilization efforts we have tried in the past? Planning for sustainability 
requires us to be aware of ourselves and place our organization in the 
context of the communities it serves.

1. Know ourself—our starting point and our core beliefs, values, and 
mission. Know our achievements and vision.

2. Know our environment.
 • Who allows us to work?
 • Who needs our work?
 • Who gets the work done?
 • Who supports our work?
 • Who can get in the way of our work?

3. Anticipate the intersections of critical future events.
 • What will change inside our organization in the future?
 • What will change in our organization’s environment?
 • How and when will those changes intersect to affect our work?

By exploring the issues that may leave us vulnerable, we should be able 
to develop the foundation of our sustainability plan.

The path of sustainability is a winding one. It is the path that we 
create, rather than simply follow. It is neither a destination nor a resting 
place, but an ongoing approach to interacting with the environment in 
which our organization operates.

Sara Peterson is a managing consultant with LarsonAllen. She specializes 
in nonprofit management. Contact Sara at speterson@larsonallen.com or 
612-397-3072.




